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THE UNITED STATES AND THE CHINESE FAMINE 


HE question has been repeatedly 

raised in recent months why various 
groups in the United States that should be 
cooperating whole-heartedly toward relief 
of the Chinese famine are quite evidently 
working at cross purposes. The American 
people have not been deaf to the call for 
relief; well over $1,000,000 has been con- 
tributed in the last two years. But the 
appeal has not been unanimous; and the 
response has therefore not been adequate 
to the need. Mr. Grover Clark, former 
editor of the Peking Leader, recently re- 
turned from the famine district, has esti- 
mated that at least 5,000,000 people have 
already died as a direct result of this 
famine in northwest China, and that at 
least another 2,000,000 will be dead be- 
fore the next crops come in. In other 
words, before the famine is ended it will 
have killed more than half as many people 
as the World War killed in Europe. Why 
has there been no effective nation-wide 
mobilization of the resources of the United 
States on a scale sufficient to meet this 
need? 


It is no secret that those who are 
genuinely interested in relieving the situ- 
ation in China have found it impossible to 
stir the controlling business interests of 
the United States into activity. A num- 
ber of American banking firms have been 
approached with the proposition of setting 
up a Chinese credit for the purchase of 
food supplies. These firms replied that 
they could not assume the responsibility 
for new credits while previous loans made 
to China were in default, and while China 
still lacked a stable government to under- 
write the new issues. The attitude pre- 
vailing in American business circles was 
officially sanctioned by the report of a Red 
Cross delegation that visited China dur- 
ing the summer of 1929. Acting on this 


report, the central committee of the 
American Red Cross in September 27, 
1929 decided against entering upon famine 
relief in China. 


The positions adopted by these influen- 
tial groups in the United States rest upon 
three contentions: (1) that the famine is 
not a natural calamity but the result of 
internal political dissensions; (2) that the 
existing political disorder renders relief 
aid from the outside ineffective and im- 
practicable; (3) that foreign aid in relief 
work lessens the sense of responsibility 
of the Chinese for dealing with the famine 
problem. 


The answer to the first of these conten- 
tions is unequivocal. For three consecu- 
tive growing seasons very small crops or 
no crops at all have been harvested in 
China’s vast northwest, owing to the scar- 
city of rainfall. Mr. Grover Clark writes: 

“This long continued drought is the basic 
cause of the famine. ... Military disturb- 
ances, incidental to the quarreling of the var- 
ious chieftains for self-preservation or power, 
unquestionably contributed to the severity of 
the effects of the drought. But they were not 
the primary cause—as is sufficiently demon- 
strated by the fact that, while military dis- 
turbances have been considerably worse in the 

Yangtze valley and southern China than in 

the north, there has been no famine there be- 

cause there has been no drought.” 


The second contention—that political 
disorder renders relief aid from the out- 
side impracticable—is contradicted by the 
experience of the China International 
Famine Relief Commission, unquestion- 
ably the ablest and most experienced body 
now dealing with famine prevention and 
relief in China. In a statement issued 
November 6, 1929, the executive commit- 
tee of this organization stated: 

“In its actual administration of relief, the 


China International Famine Relief Commission 
has received the cooperation of the Chinese 


authorities to the fullest extent. In spite of 
the disturbed conditions, the relief work has 
gone forward without interference by bandits 
or others. The total losses even indirectly 
chargeable to the disturbed conditions have 
amounted to less than Mex. $800 (Gold 
$400) in a total of relief supplies and money 
distributed of over Mex. $2,000,000 (Gold 


$1,000,000) .” 


The third contention—that foreign aid 
lessens the sense of responsibility of the 
Chinese—is also controverted in the No- 
vember statement of the China Interna- 


tional Famine Relief Commission. This 
body states that the Chinese have taken 


“proportionately and actually a much larger 
share in the relief work during this present 
famine than they did in the famine of 1920- 
1921. Exact details are not available, but the 
figures of contributions from non-governmental 
sources for famine relief purposes in the 1920- 
21 and the present famines conservatively 
estimated are: 

1920-21 1928-29 
Total non-governmental 


gifts cecererereeeeMlex. $9,000,000 Mex. $6,700,000 


From foreigners ........... 6,300,000 1,600,000 
From Chinese... : 2,700,000 5,100,000 
Foreign percentage .... 710% 25% 
Chinese percentage .... 30% 715% 


“It will be observed that the non-govern- 
mental Chinese gifts so far in the present 
famine have been nearly twice the total from 
the same source in 1920-21, even though the 
period of the famine appeal has not been so 
long. . . . The number and working member- 
ship of purely Chinese relief organizations, 
and the amount of relief work which they have 
done, in the present famine very much exceed 
the figures for 1920-21. ... The Buddhists, 
the Confucianists, the Taoists and numerous 
non-sectarian groups also have helped largely 
but inconspicuously in relief work. 


“The Chinese Government in 1920-21 cer- 
tainly took no more active interest in relief 
work than has the Government this year—in 
spite of the fact that the difficulties which it 
faced were very much less. On both occasions 
relief supplies were moved without charge on 
Government railways, and all taxes were re- 
mitted on such materials. In 1920-21 a famine 
relief surtax was placed on the customs duties, 
with the consent of the foreign powers. This 
provided a substantial sum for relief work— 
but the money was paid by the buyers of 
goods, and the tax in no way reduced the cur- 
rent revenue or increased the future obliga- 
tions of the Government. The famine relief 
loan of 1929, while yielding less than the 
1920-21 surtax for actual relief work, did 
directly affect current and future income of 
the Government which floated the loan. This 
loan, made by the present Government, was 
therefore definitely more of a sacrifice for 
relief than anything which the Government 
did in 1920-21. 

“In other words, the Chinese, both as private 
citizens and governmentally, have shown in 
this famine a much greater sense of responsi- 
bility for meeting the relief needs of their 
own people than they did in the last big 
famine. There is little doubt that this change 
is to an important degree attributable to the 
example set by foreign help in 1920-21.” 


This statement was penned before the 
catastrophe of the past winter had oc- 


Page Two 


curred. The most conclusive proof that 
relief from the outside can be effectively 
administered has been afforded in the past 
three months. During the winter, at 
the request of the Federal Council of 
Churches, the Foreign Missions Confer- 
ence and the National Christian Council 
of China, a campaign for $2,000,000 has 
been conducted in the United States by 
China Famine Relief. Since February 1, 
1930, this organization has cabled $525,000 
to the National Christian Council of 
China, which is supervising the admin- 
istration of the funds carried out by the 
China International Famine Relief Com- 
mission. In April the first train-load of 
grain reached Shensi province; and late 
in May food was being distributed in 
twenty-two counties on the Shensi plateau. 
Seed beans to the amount of 300 tons have 
also been delivered into Shensi for plant- 
ing. This relief has been administered 
despite the fighting that has been taking 
place in the neighboring provinces. The 
military and civil authorities in north 
China have cooperated to the utmost; and 
no seizures by bandits or soldiers have 
occurred. 


The campaign of the China Famine Re- 
lief has made a fair beginning at meeting 
the difficult situation presented by the 
Chinese famine. It has demonstrated 
without possibility of cavil the practica- 
bility of relief. The obstacles encountered 
here in the United States have prevented 
the full completion of its task. The need 
for relief alone will continue until the fall 
harvest—and later, if the drought should 
persist. But relief must give way to pre- 
vention. A fund of $10,000,000, as was 
projected in the spring of 1928, would 
provide a nucleus for the long-time con- 
servancy projects that would harness the 
rivers in time of flood and permit irriga- 
tion in time of drought. The China Inter- 
national Famine Relief Commission has 
the blue prints and the trained personnel 
for such a program. The resources that 
would provide for its financing are avail- 
able in the United States, if they could be 
properly tapped. Past experience sup- 
ports the conclusion that the Chinese 
would redouble their efforts, if the funds 
for the initiation of such a program were 
supplied by the United States. The mind 
of the American people has been too long 
confused by petty arguments of profit and 
prudence. It is time for the creaton of a 
unanimity of public opinion in the United 
States that will meet the basic challenge 
presented by the Chinese famine. 


T. A. BISSON 
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